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The Interaction of Language Policy, Minority Languages and New Media - A Study of 
the Facebook Translations Application 
This research examines both ‘top-down’ language policy in new media and also the 
increasingly ‘bottom-up’ language practices and covert policies in new media. It aspires to 
draw conclusions about how to situate and perhaps redefine language policy, with regard to 
minority languages, in light of the new media context. What differentiates this research from 
existing work is its attempt to link practice on the Internet with language policy. The field of 
study is the Facebook Translations application (app), which is an app Facebook developed to 
localise their website. This app is open to over 100 languages and enables Facebook users, 
‘translators’, to submit translations which their peers, organised into communities according 
to the language they are translating, then vote on. The Translations app was longitudinally 
examined from January 2009 to October 2011, using virtual ethnographic methods.   
The ever changing nature of the new media context can lead to methodological issues over 
the course of a longitudinal ethnography. In September 2009 the Discussion Board of the 
Irish Translations app was unavailable without explanation. Due to the volume of Topics and 
Posts in the Discussion Board the researcher had not taken screenshots or printed them, the 
majority of the data appeared to be lost due to the researcher’s taking for granted the 
availability and accessibility of the Translations app. Thankfully the Discussion Board was 
reopened a few weeks later with its previous content intact but the researcher then ensured all 
data were collected in both paper and screenshot formats. Virtual ethnographers must 
remember the fluid, dynamic nature of their research field at all times. 
The biggest challenge of this research was when to stop collecting data, this question being 
raised and considered at many points during the ethnography. The researcher had hoped to 
finish data collection when the Irish Translations app had completed the translation process, 
which occurred in three steps. However, as the ethnography continued the researcher had to 
wonder if the Irish version would ever be completed given the ever-evolving nature of the 
site and the new terminology/elements these changes brought that would need to be 
translated. Therefore when a ‘new’ Translations app was launched in October 2011 the 
researcher saw it as a somewhat ‘natural’ end to the ethnography elements of it had been 
removed and changed. In conclusion, sometimes you will have some ethnographic luck and 
have a somewhat natural end to the virtual ethnographic context, however, other times, the 
researcher must use their ethnographic and contextually sensitivity to ascertain the best time 
to end the research. 
My primary recommendation is that the researcher must acknowledge that no ethnography is 
a complete, perfect, all-encompassing ethnography. Every methodological decision made by 
the ethnographer impacts and limits the ethnographic account in some way. Like the primary 
method of data collection here, the screenshot, this ethnography is a snapshot of a period of 
Facebook and its Translations app considered using theoretical frameworks from language 
policy. The researcher’s thoughts and findings come from and are specific to this context, 
over the time period of the research, as it was experienced.  
#youradvice (My twitter - @aoifelen) 
New media is dynamic, don’t take it for granted that your data will be online forever, backup 
no matter how many screenshots it takes! 
